THE PRIME MINISTER'S POSITION

A report by Mr Harry Hopkins to the President of the United States
indicates the strength of Mr Churchill's position:

Your 'former Naval person' is not only the Prime Minister, he is the
directing force behind the strategy and the conduct of the war in all its
essentials. He has an amazing hold on the British people of all classes and
groups. He has particular strength both with the military establishments and
the working people.1

Even so, Mr Churchill was not a dictator. He had not even the
personal power of the President of the United States. Anything that
was physically possible was politically practicable to him, but only
because he had a united War Cabinet, a united Parliament, and a united
people behind him. He had therefore to observe the constitutional
forms: he needed the consent of his colleagues in Cabinet, and the
Cabinet was dependent upon the unswerving support of the House of
Commons. As Prime Minister he had not the constitutional power of
the President; but equally as Prime Minister he had greater strength,
for there were no checks and balances to deter him. It is important to
remember that though Mr Churchill had such effective power as no
British Prime Minister had had before, he was turned out by the people
as soon as the war in Europe was won. The "War Cabinet or Parliament
could have ejected him at any moment during the preceding five years.
Sir Winston Churchill has himself drawn attention to the fact in his
story of the dinner at Teheran when President Roosevelt and Mr Stalin
were present.2 Mr Harry Hopkins, in an after-dinner speech, said that
'the provisions of the British Constitution and the powers of the War
Cabinet are just whatever Winston Churchill wants them to be at any
given moment'. Without taking the joke too seriously, Sir Winston
comments that on more than one occasion 'it was with some pride that
I reminded my two great comrades... that I*was the only one of our
trinity who could at any moment be dismissed from power by the vote
of a House of Commons freely elected on universal franchise, or could
be controlled from day to day by the opinion of a War Cabinet repre-
senting all parties in the State'.

1 Robert E. Sherwood, The White House Papers of Harry L. Hopkins, i, p. 257.
3 Winston Churchill, The Second World War, v, pp. 340-1-
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